Cheeks of Vermilion and Gold

must not be too dark. It can be coffee-coloured, in deeper or
lighter shades, of eggshell smoothness. There is beauty in the
cutting of the eyelids, in the straight nose, small lips, and in the
dressing of the hair, which can have a classical mode, in descent
from old Egypt. Beautiful, too, are the thin wrists and ankles.
They are the daughters of slaves; or come from the pastoral lands
of the negro, between the crab and Capricorn, from kingdoms,
not of Nile, but Niger. There, in the meadows, they wear dresses
of bright dyes, and, in a long line, go down to the river and carry
up the waterjars. They walk back, slowly, with the pitchers on
their heads, as straight and firm as peasant girls at the Roman
fountain. It is a pastoral land of wide-horned cattle, a land of
milk and honey. They have been stolen from its riches and
brought here in their misery, but that was in another generation,
in the old slave wars. They have forgotten that, while the others
are their guests, for they are here but in our imagination. We will
pass the long hours of light with them in that interior life, know-
ing that never again shall we come here, or spend an afternoon
like this. It is a court of orangetrees, with empty rooms that lead
off it and have no furniture, nothing but rugs and divans. But the
quality of it lies in the heat and light, in the blue sky and the
fanning of the dove's white wings, in the scented blossom, in the
strange and unfamiliar beauty.

Some of the young girls, not the negresses, have round spots
of vermilion upon their cheeks, below their painted eyes, upon
which little shapes, like frost flowers, have been traced in gold.
This does not make them look like dolls, for they turn so quickly,
and because of the movements of their dark wrists and hands.
They have the air of little painted brides, for they have been
dressed and painted so elaborately. The secret is that they have
nothing else to do. They will spend whole days at this, and weeks
or months at their embroidery. Even so, their painted cheeks are
a thing that we have never seen before. They have round, smooth
faces, and foreheads which are bare below their turbans. Their
long silken dresses fall below their knees, and they have wide
silken trousers to the ankle, and feet with henna'd soles. They
have nothing to do but sit or He about, like animals in cages.
Perhaps it is their foreheads and smooth faces, the concealment
of their limbs, that give to them a heterosexual air, neither girl